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The Weir Mitchell Oration was established by the College of 
Physicians of Philadelphia in an amendment to the Ordinances and 
By-Laws adopted December 2, 1914: 

"This triennial Oration shall have for its subject the life and work 
of Weir Mitchell in their various aspects, or the relation of the phy- 
sician to public life, or the physician in science and letters, or broad 
considerations of psychiatry and neurology, or surgery and military 
surgery in relation to morbid conditions and wounds and injuries of 
the brain and nervous system, or of scientific research, or medical 
books and libraries, or medical history and biography, and shall be, 
so far as possible, of general as well as professional interest/' 
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S. WEIR MITCHELL 

PHYSICIAN, MAN OF SCIENCE, MAN OF LETTERS, 

MAN OF AFFAIRS. 



Though the College founded the W^ir Mitchell oration December 
2, 1914, within a few days of five years ago, this is the first address 
given under the terms of the resolution. The explanation of the 
delay is simple. Though the United States for three long, dismal 
years was held back from the performance of its duty by a timorous 
administration, reeking with inefficiency, pretending to be satu- 
rated with idealism, taking advice from idols of the parlor socialists, 
flirting with real socialists, striving to lead the people away from 
their strong and healthy belief in Americanism to the worship of 
the false god Internationalism, and having at its head a President 
who was slow to learn that worse things may come to a coimtry 
than war and that upholding national honor is nobler than main- 
taining a disgraceful peace, individual Americans were doing their 
duty; many Fellows of this College, many men from all parts of 
the country, were already giving themselves up to the great task 
in hand and, for that reason, a speaker could not be had. Men of 
worth were doing, not talking, and even those of us, like myself, 



left at home had little time to think of the dead. The World War 
is over, another has replaced it, has come partly in consequence 
of it, and the curtain of futurity, ever retreating but never rising, 
hides an unending succession of tomorrows. But whatever the 
future may contain for us, we may safely, for a moment, forget 
the present sickness of the world and go back to old habits, one of 
the best of which is the study of the lives of the illustrious dead. 
It was very properly decided that the first oration should be 
devoted to a study of Weir Mitchell himself, and the College has 
conferred upon me the honor of making it. I wish now, at the 
beginning, to thank the Fellows for the opportunity they have 
given me to speak concerning one of the two men who did more to 
influence my intellectual life during my later adolescence than all 
others. To Weir Mitchell and William Osier I owe a debt. These 
two men opened for me, as for many others — ^rather they showed 
us how to open for ourselves — ^the gate that bars the way to fruitful 
study, ignorance of scientific method. They had sympathy with 
our desire to learn how to satisfy intellectual curiosity. Above all, 
they taught us the paramount necessity of intellectual honesty. 
I can give no higher praise than this. I piupose to speak of 
Mitchell as physician, man of science, man of letters, man of 
affairs. I do not piupose, nor can it be done in the short time at 
my disposal, to give a detailed biography of the man. Indeed, 
biography, as a rule, is a sorry business, unless written by someone 
who knows the real soul of the man, and then usually favoring 
prejudice prevents clear seeing. I had no such close personal 
relations with Weir Mitchell. I was too much his junior to write his 
biography from my personal knowledge. Of his youth I know 
little, mere shreds and patches of half-remembered stories, and for 
this I am sorry, because early in adolescence there appear signs, 

6 



reveals it. When about seven years old he told his mother he had 
just seen a golden chariot with horses and trappings. She, not 
realizing that he, like all imaginative children, had in very truth 
seen a vision, seen by the physical eye the thing he dreamed of, 
chided him for untruthfulness. He felt the injustice of the charge, 
never forgot the incident, and years later, during his professional 
life, many times warned parents to be careful, when their children 
related such things, not to mistake richness of imagination for 
poverty of the moral sense. 

Mitchell was fortunate in heritage and environment, in nature 
and nurture. The first is the more vital, because good inheritance 
may, and often does — ^we see it daily — overcome the evil of bad 
environment. He came of a high class, intellectual and scholarly 
family. His father was not only a distinguished physician but a 
man of science. He himself passed all his youth in an atmosphere 
of books, and, as a boy, he had that best education, hearing his 
elders converse on things worth talking of. He was, I am told, a 
bookish boy and early showed a love for poetry. He belonged to 
a generation in which it was the custom to read the Bible, and he 
was imconsciously but profoundly influenced in his literary style, 
years after, by the reading. Of course, today we have progressed 
so far that reading the Bible, like reading history, reading anything 
older than the twentieth century, is regarded as a waste of time. 
Our problems, the modems tell us, are all new; our world b new; 
old times can teach us naught. But old proverbs continue true, and 
if pride goeth before destruction, ignorance causeth destruction. 

I suspect that environment had a large influence in leading 

Mitchell into medicine. His father, being a physician, could help 

him materially. He had lived all his life in a medical atmosphere, 

and I am inclined to believe that had not these external things 
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science had changed mightily, Mitchell's interest in the subject 
came to the front again, and he furthered the great work <rf Reichert 
on the crystallography of hemoglobin. He was one ci the founders 
ot the Pathological Society of Philadelphia, the nursery oi men 
of sdence ever since, for there the young may, unhampered by 
the aged, discuss the newest thing and prove it true or false. The 
first meeting was in 1857, and again he presented the first paper. 
From the time of his graduation until 1863, nrfiich was a turning- 
point in his career, for then he assumed charge <rf an Army Hospital 
for Nervous Diseases, he had written twenty-two scientific papers, 
none of them being clinical, but all in the dcmiain oi physiology, 
pharmacology and toxicology. During a part oi this time he was 
lectiu^r upon ph^'siology in the Philaddphia Association for 
Medical Instruction, an organization tor extramural teaching. 
He wrote on arrow and ordeal poison and on snake vonom, was 
the first to describe the chiasm between the laryngeal nerves in 
turties and observed the ahnost total immunity oi {Hgeons against 
opium. The most valuable contribution he made previous to Ids 
war work was his monograph on the venom oi the rattiesnake, 
published in 1860 in the Smithsonian Contributions. In speaking 
of it. Dr. William H. Welch said at the Mitchell memorial meeting, 
held in this hall, that investigation oi snake venom held Mitehdl's 
attention off and on tot a half-centur>% one of the results, the firaTt 
demonstration by Mitchell and Reichert, in 1883, oi the so-called 
toxic albumins, to which class bdong not only the snake venoms 
but also certain plant, and especially bacterial poisms, being 
epochal. He further said the later classical researdies of Flezner 
and Xoguchi owed their inception to the inspiration and saiqMwt 
of Mitchell, aided by grants from the Carnegie Instituti<m. 

The Civil War g&ye Mitchell opportunity to study nervous 
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diseases on a large scale, and he seized it. He, Moorehouse and 
Keen studied in the military hospital many cases of all kinds of 
injuries of nerves received in battle. The material was such as only 
a great war can give, and he used it for the book, Gunshot Wounds 
and Other Injuries of Nerves, published in 1864. The work brought 
him scientific reputation, because it was a great book and solved 
not a few problems in neurology; in fact, no really important new 
clinical contribution to the symptomatology of disease of the 
peripheral nervous system has been made by anyone since, though 
much has been discovered concerning causation; our point of view 
as to disease in general has greatly changed, and surgical advance 
has tremendously improved treatment. 

Among his minor discoveries were the cremasteric reflex and 
the disease erythromelalgia. Hb work on the relation of eye- 
strain to headache was of great practical value. In consequence 
of it many a victim of headache, unable to work and suffering from 
intense nervousness, has been relieved. A pair of spectacles has 
even cured a family quarrel and reunited man and wife. Unfor^ 
tunately, as often happens, the medical faddist took up the matter 
and claimed to cure all kinds of Ulnesses by putting on glasses. 
Great harm followed. He studied the eye, not only in its therapeu- 
tic relation, but also was among the first of the American physi- 
cians to point out the great diagnostic importance of ophthalmo- 
scopic examination in studying diseases of the brain. 

His great popular reputation rested on the rest cure. In a little 
book, entitled Fat and Blood, he taught that tired nerves, states of 
nervous irritability, suspiciousness short of real delusions, terrible 
haunting ideas which terrify the victims, can often be cured by 
rest, isolation, massage, milk diet and the rest. He had the glim- 
mering of an idea, which he could never prove, because chemistry 
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carrying on the propaganda in its favor with a somewhat unneces- 
sary violence of verbal and lachrymal effort. May I be permitted 
to say, however, that some of us (Mitchell was of the number) 
enjoy the other forms of poetry more. Mitchell did not use free 
verse, but then he was a minor poet, a poet of occasion, and he 
never rose to those great heights of passion or reached the arcanum 
of philosophy which can only be written about in broken prose. 
Seriously, poetic prose, with a cadence running through it, was not 
discovered only the other day and will continue to be written for 
a long while to come. But may we not ask the present-day leaders 
among the ''free versers" to teach the less distinguished practi- 
tioners of the school to realize that thought is of some little value 
in writing, that noise, even musical noise, is not all there is in 
poetry. But, putting aside matters which only a few have a right 
to speak about, there are other aspects than the technical from 
which anyone who reads has a right to judge literature, to be a 
critic, because, after all, men of letters exist to give pleasure to the 
rest of us. They are our servants, not our masters, and we have a 
right to say whether we are pleased or displeased, and why: and 
this is criticism. 

We physicians are prone to boast about the number of our 
fellows who have achieved fame in literature. Really, if we throw 
out the men who studied medicine by accident and soon deserted 
it, the number is surprisingly small. In America, Holmes, who 
really ceased practice early, though he continued to teach anatomy, 
and did it, I am told, charmingly but not ultrascientifically, and 
Mitchell, who practised until the end, are the only two great 
examples, though there have been many minor lights who got 
much pleasure out of letters. The number of American physicians 

possessing the genius for appreciation of literature is large; the 
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I am speaking only of his novels — ^by a man not a physician. I 
think his talent was for simple stories of common life rather than 
for analyzing the deep complexities of humanity, and this not- 
withstanding the fact that for many years he was busy constantly 
in solving and trying to solve the most complex problems in the 
lives of many people. In Hugh Wynne he reached high-water 
mark. It is no common book, but a real romance, which holds the 
attention of the young, and in the work of attempting to Ameri- 
canize the Americans going on today, much good would result if 
every boy of foreign parentage were given the book to read. 
Every youth would read it with pleasure and get his profit uncon- 
sciously. Such reading would teach true patriotism and would 
overcome much of the unwise psychology and sociology imbibed 
from the silly people who call themselves ''the intellectuals." 
After Hugh Wynne I like best When All the Woode Are Green and 
The Adventures of Francois. John Serwobd, Iron Master, is a 
remarkable book for any man to write when eighty-one years old. 

Certain of his writings are a connecting link between science and 
literature. His literary instinct, quite as much as his scientific 
curiosity, led him to be interested in a group of subjects which 
are partly medical, but yet appeal to the romantic and poetic side 
of man. Hence, his papers on double personality, sleep and the 
strange things happening then, and the like. Such matters are 
not yet really within the domain of systematized knowledge, 
which is science, but appeal to the love of the mysterious within all 
of us. 

Why has no medical man of letters ever succeeded in depicting 

the physician? None so far as I know has made a great attempt, 

and the lesser efforts have been mere literary thmnb-nail sketches. 

I suppose the explanation is that no one can objectify his own class. 
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A physician trying to analyze physicians is like a man writing his 
autobiography or painting his own picture looking in a mirror. 
Prejudice makes him see what he wants to see. Mitchell regarded 
George Eliot's "Dr. Lydgate" as the best-described physician in 
modem English literature. I fear he was right. Why I say fear, 
those of you who have read Middlemarch will understand, and if 
any of you are so modem as not to have read it, I advise you to do 
so at once. George Eliot's contemporaries came nowhere near her 
in picturing the physician. Even the great master, Dickens, 
many of whose characters have become types, known everywhere, 
to describe different sorts of men, failed to picture the physician. 
Nowhere on his great canvases, filled to the very edge with men 
and women of so many kinds, does a physician occupy the fore- 
ground. His doctors are either mere caricatures or sUly, senti- 
mental, goody-goody men. 

Mitchell had the gift of writing poetry for occasions, and in those 
poems his sense of real humor often appears. The man who can 
hold the attention of the overfed at a banquet while reading verse 
must be a real poet, and Mitchell was always able to do that. As 
pure poetry, I suppose, the " Ode on a Lycian Tomb" is his highest 
attainment. Personally, I like best to read his short descriptive 
poems of outdoors, his descriptions of lakes and rivers, mountains, 
storms and such primitive things. He loved outdoors, and wrote 
lovingly. 

I must pass over his plays, confessing incompetence to judge. 

Weir Mitchell had in smaller degree, and with a smaller stage 
to play on, smaller and fewer opportunities to act, the same zest 
for doing useful things characteristic of Benjamin Franklin. His 
most important public position was that of trustee of the Uni- 
versity of Pennsylvania. He held the position for thirty-five years, 
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its history, its wonderful library, one of the great medical libraries 
of the world, its sometimes too great conservatism, never flagged. 
His activity in increasing its usefulness was continuous. Through 
his efforts, and at the beginning his alone, were we enabled to leave 
the old bam at the comer of Thirteenth and Locust Streets and 
build this magnificent building. The proposal met with great 
opposition from a small group of timorous, fearsome and somewhat 
obstinate, but well-intentioned fellows, whose sincerity made their 
opposition the more difficult to overcome. Everywhere and always 
there are good men who are temperamentally against all change, 
all progress, all improvement, but I think dear old Philadelphians 
are greater sinners in this respect than any other group of mortals 
anywhere within reach of the sun's rays on this or any other planet. 
The College contained several. They said such a mass of books 
could not be moved, that Twenty-second Street could not be 
reached conveniently, and that we would be bankrupted. When 
Dr. Mitchell induced his friend Mr. Andrew Carnegie to give us a 
very magnificent sum of money for building, they said he was a 
multimillionaire, therefore wicked, and that we would be copartners 
in his sins if we accepted his tainted money Remember all this 
happened at the time the foul-mouthed and vile-natured "muck- 
rakers'' were in the ascendant throughout the country and had led 
honest and well-meaning but imintelligent people to have a false 
viewpoint about good morals. Finally, however, Mitchell over- 
came all opposition, and the result is a monument to his diplomacy, 
his untiring industry and his farsightedness. 

Mitchell was from the first interested in the movement for 
instituting schools for training nurses. In his early medical life 
religious sisters were the only women who knew anything about 

nursing, and they, of course, had no systematic training. In most 
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hospitals the work was done by orderlies, often drunken, or by 
incompetent women. He had a large part in changing things and 
starting schools for nurses, until now some of us fear that possibly 
nurses may sometimes imagine they know more than doctors. 
Indeed, patients sometimes quote to me the medical opinions of 
nurses, but since, according to the new philosophy, no one is to 
have authority on any matter, especially not the specially trained, 
and no one is to be subordinate but everybody equal, this b to be 
exi)ected. 

One of the most important public questions he was interested 
in was animal experimentation. For years he fought to protect 
mankind from the assaults of fanatics. Some years ago a move- 
ment was started to protect animals from cruelty. It was an 
admirable idea and received well-deserved sympathy and encoiff- 
agement. But soon men and women of a certain twist of mind 
came to regard animals as having rights equal if not superior to 
men and women. Becoming obsessed with the idea that physicians 
in general, and physiologists in particular, were by nature cruel, 
they soon determined to stop aU experiments on ammals. I 
should have stated first that sometime previous to this, very 
rapid increase in interest in physiology had begun and that this 
science depends fundamentally on animal experimentation. The 
antivivisectionists, as they call themselves, would have none of it, 
and becoming a well-organized and wealthy body have continued 
a crusade to stop all use of animals in scientific study. In addi- 
tion to the zoophilists, that large body of people, the intelligent 
public, who use as their life proverb, " Where there is smoke there 
must be fire," which though true in physics is not true in life, 
accepted the untruthful statements of the crusaders and increased 
the difficulty of having things done wisely. Mitchell and other 
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nothing but by changing its occupation. Of course, everyone 
cannot take this prescription, for there are many whose minds are 
so little that they cannot find a multitude of interests, and hence 
can only rest by idleness; but many have large areas of mind, 
unknown to themselves, which could be worked productively if 
only a chance were given. Few men, even among those to whom 
nature has given the best mental machine, work unintermittently 
to full capacity. Some geniuses are able to do creative work only 
in irregularly recurring periods, the rest of the time doing nothing. 
We little people are all prone to follow the law of the labor union 
in mental work and only do as much, usually it is as little, as we 
must. 

Destiny prevented Dr. Mitchell from becoming a teacher. This 
was a misfortune, not to him, but to the yoimg men who studied 
medicine in Philadelphia during his working life, because it so 
greatly restricted his opportimity for personally influencing 
younger men. No man was kinder to young men whom he thought 
worthy of kindness. He was a mental stimulant to every young 
man of intelligent ambition with whom he came in contact. He 
awakened intellectual industry, encouraged ambition and was 
helpful in all the ways that youth needs help. Now, as things 
were, the only young medical men who met him were his own 
assistants and the young instructors in the medical school. Had 
he been a teacher, and hence thrown with hundreds of young men, 
the lives of many would have been altered, not only for their own 
good, but for the betterment of the world. 

Mitchell belonged to the mid-Victorian period, much abused 

today by the disciples of the new philosophy, by the people who 

think the world has changed, and who flatter themselves that they 

have had a large influence in making the leopard change its spots. 
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if I did she could and would be of great professional assistance to 
me; whereas if I offended her, she would forever use her tongue to 
my injury. After this sermon I was pretty well scared and 
approached her trembling within, blusbmg without, and with 
stammering speech. Her greeting was not cordial. At first I 
thought she was vexed that having sent for the great man his 
jackal had come. Soon I felt it was more personal than that, 
that it was something in me had annoyed her. I went home crest- 
fallen and sad. Next day, when I reported to Dr. Mitchell, he met 
me with the glinmier of a smile, and handing me a letter said, 
"Burr, read that." It ran: ''Dear Silas! Never send that young 
man, reeking with tobacco smoke, to see me again." I stopped 
daytime smoking. The incident had a real Sunday-school-story 
ending. A year later I met the old lady socially and told her what 
a good turn she had done me. We became friends and she blew 
my horn imtil her death. 

He did not believe that the man behind the gun is of any im- 
portance compared with the man who plans the gun. He believed 
in personalities and was himself a personality. He, being old- 
fashioned, did not believe in the identity of the sexes, and so far 
from believing in their equality, failed completely to comprehend 
how, under the mathematics of the new psychology, unlike things 
can be measured by the same units. This, of course, is a trifling 
detail we have gotten rid of by the simple process of putting it to 
one side. His opinion on the woman question is shown in the 
following quotation: 

''What I shall have to say in these pages will trench but little 

on the mooted ground of the differences between men and women. 

I take women as they are to my experience. For me the grave 

significance of sexual difference controls the whole question, and, 
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if I say little of it in words, I cannot exclude it from my thought 
of them and their difficulties. The woman's desire to be on a 
level of competition with man and to assume his duties is, I am 
sure, making mischief, for it is my belief that no length of genera- 
tions of change in her education and modes of activity will ever 
really alter characteristics. She is physiologically other than the 
man. I am concerned with her now as she isi only desiring to help 
her in my small way to be in wiser and more healthful fashion 
what I believe her Maker meant her to be, and to teach her how 
not to be that with which physiological construction and the 
strong ordeals of her sexual life threaten her as no contingencies 
of man's career threaten in like measure or like number the feeblest 
of the masculine sex." This is science, wisdom and, of course, 
therefore, truth. 

Mitchell never retired from active life. He was spared that 
long period of paftial physical death which sometimes precedes 
mental death : he was spared the very much more horrible and dis- 
tressing thing that is the fate of many men, a long prodromal time 
of mental decay preceding the last blow of all which gives a tardy 
release from living. He endured to the end: his final illness was 
short. He almost had the thing all men should pray for, instead 
of praying to be spared from, a sudden death. The wordls he used 
in his address at the Centennial Celebration of this College in 1887 
are appropriate to himself. He said: ''As earnestly as our first 
President, I pray with him that all who sit around me, and all 
who are to come, do publicly and privately serve their generation." 
He, with great ability leading to great results, served his gen- 
eration. 
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